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Economy needs tough medicine now

  
        
      

Tallahassee Democrat  Editorial:

The biggest deficit we have in Congress right now is leadership," North Florida Congressman Allen Boyd said Tuesday, the day after he voted for a bipartisan plan to help stabilize the nation's financial markets.

That plan was nevertheless rejected by the House after what Mr. Boyd called "10 or 11 days of government reacting to a crisis in the bipartisan way that it should."

President Bush's $700 billion blank-check bailout proposal had been flatly rejected earlier, but in a vacuum of presidential leadership, congressional leadership also has been unimpressive.

"I voted for that legislation, but it's not something I did with a smile on my face," Mr. Boyd told the Tallahassee Democrat's editorial board. He expects it will be early next week before a proposal is reached that Congress will support — probably with no one really smiling — and which will let Americans breathe a cautious sigh of relief after a roller coaster two weeks of dismay and distress.

Perhaps the most disappointing act of Monday wasn't the 228-205 defeat of a financial rescue effort, but the bitter partisan rhetoric that erupted prior to the vote and instantly afterward.

It is almost as if elected officials, beginning with a surprising but withering assault on the GOP by Speaker Nancy Pelosi, are helpless to keep themselves from sniping even in the face of what is arguably the biggest and most complex policymaking challenge any of them has ever faced.

Coupled with presidential politics and an election season for members of Congress, the "no" votes signaled more concern with re-election than with rebuilding our economy.

And clearly the public hates the concept of "bailing out," period. A great deal more work lies ahead before the U.S. House and Senate find ways to loosen the credit market, which is essential, and then create systems of oversight that will protect taxpayers and restore some fiscal discipline whether, to recast a line from "Hamlet," a borrower or a lender be.
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"Since the World War II generation, we've lost our understanding of tough medicine," Mr. Boyd said. Still the Blue Dog Coalition of conservative and moderate Democrats, of which he is a part, has included a clause that is intended to ensure no ultimate cost to the taxpayers. This "recouping" provision would direct the president to deliver a plan after five years to recover any potential remaining costs from Wall Street firms, not from the taxpayers who fronted the money.

Meanwhile, it is incumbent upon taxpayers to not have a knee-jerk reaction to congressional efforts or to the idea of "bailing out Wall Street," but to educate themselves on the details and help lawmakers overcome their election-year urge to have bragging rights at all costs. This may not be an occasion when a politically popular decision is in the cards, but a scrupulously tough and fair one is essential.
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